Ben Jonson's Lucianic Irony by Duncan, Douglas
Ben Jonson s Luci an ic Irony 
D O U G L A S D U N C A N 
To R E A D E R S or" the second-century G r e e k satirist L u c i a n o f Samosata the v i e w o f the earth f r o m the surface o f the m o o n is no new p h e n o m e n o n . H i s character M e n i p p u s , 
the C y n i c p h i l o s o p h e r , harnessed to a vul ture ' s left w i n g a n d an 
eagle's r ight , paused at the m o o n o n a f l ight f r o m O l y m p u s to 
H e a v e n and obta ined f r o m it a telescopic ins ight in to the activit ies 
o f m e n , s w a r m i n g b e l o w l ike ants i n an a n t - h i l l . 1 T h e synopt ic 
v i s i o n o f the xaTáov-oTtoc, the observer f r o m o n h i g h , was 
c o n v e n t i o n a l l y used b y the C y n i c s to bel itt le h u m a n c o n c e r n s : 2 
i n another o f L u c i a n ' s dialogues M e n i p p u s reduces life to the 
scale o f a pageant i n w h i c h F o r t u n e dresses the actors for their 
br ie f and c h a n g i n g roles {Menippus, 16). B u t L u c i a n ' s interest i n 
this device went further than parody o f a C y n i c trope. H i s 
Platonist p h i l o s o p h e r N i g r i n u s also sits h i g h i n the theatre to 
obta in a better v i e w (Nigrinus, 18). ' W h a t we need, ' says H e r m e s 
to C h a r o n , 'is a h i g h place somewhere w i t h a g o o d v i e w i n all 
d i rec t ions ' (Charon, 2). L u c i a n ' s w r i t i n g s span many years and 
many genres but a lmost a l l reflect i n some way his search for a 
detached p o i n t o f vantage, a re ject ion o f p r i o r c o m m i t m e n t s , a 
c o m p u l s i o n to get out i n order to l o o k i n . T h e most apparently 
serious o f his p h i l o s o p h i c a l dia logues, Hermotimus, argues for 
sceptic ism o n the g r o u n d that no choice o f p h i l o s o p h y can be 
v a l i d w i t h o u t experience o f a l l . A n d detachment, he i m p l i e s , is as 
necessary for the artist as for the ph i losopher . T h e creator o f the 
universe must have s tood outside i t (Icaromenippus, 8). L u c i a n is 
scornful o f musicians a n d m e n o f letters w h o sell themselves to 
patrons (The Dependent Scholar, 4), o f actors w h o over- ident i fy w i t h 
their roles (0/Pantomime, 82-4) . H i s r e v i v a l o f the d ia logue- form, 
often us ing speakers f r o m h i s tory o r H o m e r i c m y t h , p r o v i d e d 
1 Icaromenippus, 11-19. Titles of Lucian's works in this article are those of H . W . 
and F. J . Fowler, trans. The Works afiducian, Oxford, 1905. 
2 J . Bompairc, Lucien Ecrivain: Imitation et Création, Paris, 1958, p. 327. 
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perfect cover for an artist i n i r o n y w h o set out , as he tells us, to 
unite p h i l o s o p h i c a l d iscuss ion w i t h the i r responsible w i t a n d fan-
tasy o f A r i s t o p h a n i c c o m e d y (A Literary Prometheus, 5-6). 
E q u a l l y effective as a d is tancing device were his techniques o f 
l iterary a l lus ion , w h i c h , as M . B o m p a i r e has exhaust ively d e m o n -
strated, so pervade his w o r k that his m a i n c l a i m to or ig ina l i ty 
lies i n the extent o f his i m i t a t i o n . 1 
H e d i d , h o w e v e r , invent a satiric m o d e — c o o l l y farcical , 
learnedly evasive, i r o n i c a l l y sharp — w h i c h c o n t r i b u t e d m u c h to 
the ser io-comic masterpieces o f Renaissance prose-satire. A l ine 
o f influence has often been d r a w n f r o m L u c í a n t h r o u g h E r a s m u s , 
M o r e and Rabelais to Swif t , but before we try to f ind a place i n it 
for J o n s o n i t w i l l be w e l l to clarify what we mean b y influence. 
T h e strenuous pastime o f source-hunt ing has fallen i n t o dis-
repute, so l i t t le need be said about Jonson ' s b o r r o w i n g o f 
L u c i a n i c incidents and ideas, t h o u g h H e r f o r d a n d S impson ' s 
tally o f these may not be exhaustive. I n at least one play, Volpone, 
L u c i a n ' s presence counts for m o r e than the s u m o f j o n s o n ' s 
specific b o r r o w i n g s , as i t does not , for example, i n Poetaster. B u t 
i n general such b o r r o w i n g s reflect the k i n d o f w i t t y allusiveness 
practised by L u c i a n himself , a n d are chiefly useful as s h o w i n g h o w 
Jonson ' s in t imacy w i t h this author l inks h i m to the tastes o f the 
early s ixteenth-century humanis t s . 2 D o u b t s extend to the value o f 
t r y i n g to isolate l i terary influences o f a larger k i n d , i n terms o f 
tone a n d technique, at a t ime w h e n m u c h k n o w l e d g e o f the 
classics was d r a w n haphazardly f r o m c o m m o n p l a c e - b o o k s , 
m y t h o l o g i c a l manuals , dict ionaries and other intermediate 
sources. Certa inly we cannot hope to p r o v e a n y t h i n g , i f we 
venture i n t o the shadowy field o f an author 's creative processes. 
B u t the exercise may be useful i f i t helps us to exp la in recognized 
features o f the author 's w o r k . 
M y content ion is that the satiric s tandpoint o f L u c i a n a n d his 
humanis t imitators decis ively inf luenced, o r at least author i tat ive ly 
supported , Jonson ' s approach to dramatic art, especially f o l l o w -
i n g his w i t h d r a w a l f r o m the P o e t o m a c h i a i n 1601-2. W e may 
1 J . Bompaire, op. cit., p. 742. 
2 C. R. Thompson, The Translations of Lucian by Erasmus and Sir Thomas More, 
Ithaca, New York , 1940, p. 3, mentions 270 printings of works by Lucian before 
1550. 
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consider first whether he was capable o f r e c o g n i z i n g such a 
s tandpoint , secondly h o w he m i g h t have defined i t , and lastly 
the evidence o f its effect o n his w o r k . 
T h e first quest ion need n o t detain us. W h i l e m o d e r n crit ics 
tend to play d o w n Jonson ' s classicism i n favour o f m o r e appeal ing 
and accessible qualit ies , we s h o u l d not underestimate his first-
h a n d k n o w l e d g e o f the classics o r his status as a p ioneer o f 
deliberate and sophist icated i m i t a t i o n . T h e early C o m i c a l l 
Satyres, t h o u g h they may impress us chiefly as b o l d experiments 
bear ing l i t t le re lat ion to ancient c o m e d y , p l a i n l y reveal Jonson ' s 
interest i n the character o f classical authors and his attempts to 
apply their voices to contemporary issues o n the p u b l i c stage. 
T h i s is not f o u n d i n his ' idea l ' figures, such as Crites and C y n t h i a 
or V i r g i l a n d A u g u s t u s , for the o b v i o u s reason that Jonson ' s 
m o r a l and l iterary idea l i sm, especially w i t h regard to the re la t ion-
ship o f the poet to the cour t , was f o r m e d by a variety o f influences, 
m o d e r n as w e l l as ancient. B u t we d o find it a m o n g the 
m o r e object ive ly-conceived figures, notab ly the satirists. A s p e r -
M a c i l e n t e is a diptych-analysis o f the Juvena l i an temper as 
r e v i v e d i n the 1590's, the satirist as i n d i g n a n t outs ider , w i t h and 
w i t h o u t 'the mindes erect ion ' . O v i d a n d H o r a c e , as they appear 
i n Poetaster, are p r i m a r i l y significant as embodiments o f the ethos 
suggested by the w r i t i n g s o f each. T h e y leave n o d o u b t that 
Jonson was capable o f assessing and recreating for his o w n 
purposes the character and stance o f a classical author . 
B u t we shall be d isappointed i f we l o o k for an e m b o d i m e n t o f 
L u c i a n i n Jonson ' s plays, and this is hard ly surpr i s ing since 
L u c i a n , as we have seen, belongs to the class o f i n v i s i b l e satirists 
w h o offer no autographed self-portraits c o r r e s p o n d i n g to the 
H o r a d a n or Juvena l i an persona. J o n s o n made a part ia l attempt 
to dramatize the L u c i a n i c standpoint i n Cynthias Réveils (1600). 
B l e n d i n g o f H o m e r i c m y t h w i t h m o r a l a l legory l inks this play 
u l t imate ly to L u c i a n t h r o u g h the comedies o f L y l y , a n d a direct 
b o r r o w i n g f r o m the Dialogues of the Gods opens its first act. C u p i d 
and M e r c u r i e , as w i t t y commentators o n the h u m a n scene, 
fur ther ing their respective causes t h r o u g h disguise and pract ical 
jokes, s h o w a measure o f L u c i a n ' s p lay fu l c y n i c i s m . B u t they s o o n 
become e m b r o i l e d i n the author 's earnest i n d i g n a t i o n over abuses 
o f the cour t ly ethic. C o m m e n t must g ive way to c o r r e c t i o n , and 
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M e r c u r i e ' s inc i tement o f Crites to act as a jud ic ia l scourge is not at 
a l l what w e w o u l d expect f r o m a L u c i a n i c g o d . B y Jonson ' s t ime 
L u c i a n ' s image h a d been tarnished by the Re format ion ' s 
attacks o n his atheism and s impl i f ied by the use o f his flimsier 
dialogues as school-texts . So l o n g as his detachment was asso-
ciated w i t h i r responsible sophistry o r bemused supernatural 
react ion to h u m a n vagaries — the ' L o r d , what fooles these mortals 
b e ! ' o f Shakespeare's P u c k — it c o u l d hardly afford a tenable 
stance for a moral i s t at the t u r n o f the century. D o n n e , for 
example, i n u r g i n g the need for re l ig ious c o m m i t m e n t i n his 
Satyre III, i m p l i c i t l y refutes the scept ic ism o f the Hermotimus as 
w e l l as the eclect ic ism o f H o r a c e . A n d Shakespeare, i n his m i n i a -
ture survey o f satiric attitudes i n As You Like It ( n , v i i ) , gives l itt le 
m o r e we ight to the L u c i a n i c c y n i c i s m o f Jacques ' speech o n the 
Seven A g e s o f M a n than to the same character's earlier dalliance 
w i t h the pose o f J u v e n a l : b o t h reactions are cr i t i c ized b y contrast 
w i t h the s imple remedia l act o f feeding the h u n g r y . 
T h e r e is hard ly need to stress that L u c i a n , i n this guise, c o u l d 
make n o appeal whatever to J o n s o n , w h o , as the most mora l l y -
c o m m i t t e d dramatist o f his age, never ceased to believe i n 'the 
office o f a c o m i c k - P o e t , to imitate justice, a n d instruct to l i fe ' 
t h r o u g h the 'p roper embat ta l ing ' o f v ice a n d v i r t u e . 1 H i s cynica l 
use o f the M e n i p p e a n v i e w p o i n t is conf ined to dramatic contexts ; 2 
elsewhere he a l lows i t , s ignif icantly , to ' g o o d m e n ' w h o , 'placed 
h i g h o n the top o f a l l vertue , l o o k ' d d o w n e o n the Stage o f the 
w o r l d , a n d contemned the P lay o f F o r t u n e ' {Discoveries, 1100-8). 
B u t to apply the p lay-metaphor to the w h o l e business o f l i v i n g 
made, for h i m , a m o c k e r y o f the significance o f h u m a n act ion , o f 
man's respons ib i l i ty to determine his character and w o r k out his 
sa lvat ion. T h i s central concern o f the humanists is deeply r o o t e d 
i n Jonson ' s t h o u g h t . It is typ ica l ly expressed i n one o f the finest 
and m o s t reveal ing o f his poems , ' T o the W o r l d ' , where the 
speaker turns away f r o m the stage o f life to 
. . . make my strengths, such as they are, 
Here in my bosome, and at home. 
1 Volpone, 'The Epistle', 121-2; Discoveries, 1041. Quotations and references are 
from Ben Jonson, ed. C. H . Herford, Percy and Evelyn Simpson, Oxford, 1925-52. 
2 E .g . Robbin Good-fellow in Love Restored; Mercurie in Mercurie Vindicated; 
The Direll is an Asse, 1, 1; The New Inne, 1, m , 126-37. 
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M e n i p p u s had regarded the quest for self-fulfilment as the 
funniest t u r n i n the h u m a n spectacle, the chaos resul t ing w h e n 
every m e m b e r o f the chorus insists o n ' d o i n g his o w n t h i n g ' 
(Icaromenippus, 17). B u t J o n s o n bel ieved that w i t h i n the l i m i t s o f 
the m o r a l order this is w h a t we must d o , a n d he uses the ac t ing-
metaphor to c o n d e m n o u r fa i lure : 
I have considered, our whole life is l ike a Play: wherein every man, 
forgetfull of himselfe, is in travaile wi th expression of another. Nay , 
wee so insist i n imitating others, as wee cannot (when it is necessary) 
returne to our selves . . . {Discoveries, 1093-6) 
T h e relevance o f this to Jonson ' s attacks o n i m p o s t u r e , affecta-
t i o n and pervers ion i n the comedies has often been noted . W e are 
actors but we s h o u l d n ' t be. T h e m o r a l is b l u n t l y stated i n the 
C o m i c a l l Satyres but i n the later and greater comedies i t is m u c h 
less expl ic i t . F r o m Volpone o n , the actors are left to act out their 
parts, expos ing themselves and each other but w i t h no author ia l 
agent to strip them o f their i l lus ions . T h e stage o f the satir ized 
actors becomes self-contained, and the satire g r o w s subtler as the 
stage becomes w i d e r and more l i fe- l ike, so that we a lmost t h i n k , 
w h e n we reach Bartholmeiv Fajre, that the author has come to 
tolerate the play, to accept that we are actors and that we can't 
help i t . T h e v i e w o f Jonson ' s c o m i c deve lopment as a process o f 
g r o w i n g tolerance is w ide ly h e l d . Jonas A . B a r i s h has noted h o w 
j o n s o n ' s 
satiric tendency to insist on the gul f between things as they are and 
things as they ought to be wanes noticeably in the course of his career, 
and his attitude becomes more and more that of the man whose recog-
nit ion of folly in himself prevents h im from judging it too harshly 
in others. 1 
It is attractive to associate the t r i u m p h o f the m i d d l e comedies 
w i t h an access o f fe l low-feel ing for h u m a n i t y and a s lackening o f 
didact ic pr inc ip le . B u t it w i l l be wiser to find consistency, i f we 
can, i n a w r i t e r w h o va lued i t so h i g h l y . W e can d o so, i f we 
recognize that Jonson ' s w i t h d r a w a l o f his satiric spokesmen f r o m 
the stage led h i m to v i e w his actors i n a m o r e detached but n o less 
cr i t ica l spir i t , and i f we interpret symptoms o f tolerance and 
1 Jonas A . Barish, Ben Jonson and the Language of Prose Comedy, Cambridge, Mass., 
i960, p. 146. 
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m o r a l c o m p r o m i s e i n the plays as a deliberate exercise i n i r o n i c 
a m b i g u i t y . It is n o w t ime to cast l i g h t o n this by l o o k i n g back to 
the d i scovery a n d deve lopment o f L u c i a n i c i r o n y b y E r a s m u s 
a n d M o r e . 
The i r s was the v i e w o f L u c i a n w h i c h w o u l d influence a latter-
day humanis t such as J o n s o n , and he w o u l d deduce it part ly f r o m 
their c r i t i c i s m , part ly f r o m their creative i m i t a t i o n . T h e i r crit ical 
comments are m o s t l y pref ixed t o the L a t i n translations o f over 
th i r ty o f L u c i a n ' s pieces w h i c h , between t h e m , they pub l i shed 
between 1506 a n d 1512. T h e y had been attracted to h i m as a 
stylist i n their study o f G r e e k ; they were charmed , l i k e the 
U t o p i a n s , b y his graceful w i t ; a n d they f o u n d top ica l relevance i n 
his attacks o n superst i t ion and abuses o f l earn ing . E r a s m u s 
praises h i m i n H o r a t i a n terms for c o m b i n i n g utile a n d dulce, 
seriousness a n d f o o l i n g : ' s ic seria nug i s , nugas seriis miscet . ' H e 
admires the dramatic qua l i ty o f his dia logues, enjoys their 
al lusiveness, and concludes that no c o m e d y or satire can m a t c h 
t h e m for pleasure and pro f i t . 1 M o r e attributes the effectiveness o f 
L u c i a n ' s satire to the subtlety o f his a p p r o a c h . 2 B o t h clearly took 
h i m seriously as a mora l i s t a n d saw that his w i t was not only 
decorat ive but useful for a cu l t ivated C h r i s t i a n as an urbane 
alternative to direct abuse. ' H e revives the sharpness o f O l d 
C o m e d y (dicacitas), but stops short o f its h e a d l o n g insolence 
(petula/itia).'3 
It is not h a r d to trace i n such comments an awareness o f 
L u c i a n ' s i r o n y — M o r e indeed notes Socrat ic i r o n y i n The Liar — 
but harder to be sure that i t has been d is t inguished f r o m Horace ' s , 
whose rìdentem dicere verum quid vetatì underl ies their w h o l e 
assessment. T h e associat ion o f the t w o ancient satirists, based o n 
the contrast w i t h J u v e n a l , continues as late as D r y d e n , w h o praises 
L u c i a n as the supreme master o f i r o n y after o b s e r v i n g his near 
re lat ion to h lorace . 1 Renaissance writers rarely analysed or 
d is t inguished i r o n i c procedures , but s h o w e d their unders tanding 
m o r e clearly i n practice. T h i s is n o place for detailed discuss ion 
1 Dedication of Gallus [The Cock], Opera Omnia, ed. J . Ledere, Leiden, 1703-6, 
I, 245. Cited as Opera. 
2 The Correspondence of Sir Thomas More, ed. E . F. Rogers, Princeton, 1947, p. 11. 
3 Erasmus, op. cit. 
4 Prose Works of John Dryden, ed. E . Malone, 1800, m , 374, 378. 
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o f E ras mus ' s The Praise of Folly o r M o r e ' s Utopia, t w o very 
c o m p l e x w o r k s whose debts to L u c i a n are generally recognized . 
B o t h , h o w e v e r , emphasize a s imple difference between L u c i a n ' s 
i r o n y and Horace ' s w h i c h is o f some importance for o u r under-
s tanding o f J o n s o n . I n Horace ' s satires — w i t h one except ion 
(ir, v) w h i c h resembles a L u c i a n i c Dialogue of the Dead— the poet 
appears in propria {persona as narrator or actor. I r o n y occurs w h e n 
he is c r i t i c ized o r m o c k e d or expresses a v i e w w h i c h we suspect 
to be less than the author ' s considered p o s i t i o n , but we are never 
i n d o u b t that he represents the author w i t h i n the scope o f the 
part icular p o e m . I n a L u c i a n i c d ia logue , as i n most f i c t ion or 
drama, the author may be present i n one o f the characters but 
need not be, and therefore w h e n he seems to be present we can 
never be quite sure that he is. ( T h e difference results i n the 
c o m m o n impress ion o f H o r a c e as ' h u m a n ' and that o f L u c i a n 
as evasive, cyn ica l , f r ivo lous and ' inhuman ' . ) E r a s m u s i n The 
Praise of Folly complicates the s imple i r o n y o f a m o c k - e n c o m i u m 
by a l l o w i n g the object o f praise to speak for h e r s e l f a n d to put u p 
a s t r o n g case w i t h ev ident ly serious impl i ca t ions . H e thus 
employs , and subtly transcends, the L u c i a n i c type o f i r o n y by 
start ing a k i n d o f d ia logue i n the reader's m i n d between what is 
specious and what is v a l i d i n F o l l y ' s arguments , his o w n p o s i t i o n 
b e i n g effectively c loaked by the persona o f the speaker. M o r e i n 
Utopia m i g h t seem to come closer to H o r a d a n i r o n y by i n t r o -
d u c i n g h imse l f i n t o the dia logue, but i n fact does not , since the 
elaborate myst i f icat ion he practises f r o m the start by asserting 
fiction as fact makes i t imposs ib le , i n spite o f m u c h c i rcumstant ia l 
evidence, ever to be certain that M o r e is M o r e . 
T h i s deliberate baffling o f the reader is carr ied further by 
Erasmus and M o r e than by L u c i a n . U n l i k e The Praise of Folly, 
L u c i a n ' s praise o f The Parasite had been w h o l l y a n d o b v i o u s l y 
specious, and his A True History, u n l i k e Utopia, had opened w i t h a 
declarat ion o f its falsehood. T h e purpose o f the humanists , 
jesting apart, was less to conceal d o g m a t i c pos i t ions o f their o w n 
than to tease the reader out o f his , us ing the dramatic m e t h o d to 
coax more r i g i d m i n d s i n t o a r e c o g n i t i o n o f paradoxes and m o r a l 
d i lemmas w h i c h cannot be s imply resolved w i t h o u t loss o f 
w i s d o m . O n e such issue, relevant to this essay i n the w a y i t l o o k s 
back to L u c i a n and f o r w a r d to J o n s o n , is the extent to w h i c h 
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p u b l i c behav iour s h o u l d be determined by m o r a l p r i n c i p l e , the 
famous debate o n ' a c c o m m o d a t i o n ' . T h e passages are w e l l -
k n o w n a n d s h o u l d be read i n context , but we may recall that b o t h 
f o l l o w L u c i a n i n o p p o s i n g the p h i l o s o p h e r to the play o f life. 
N i g r i n u s h a d not been tempted to a c c o m m o d a t e : the play for 
h i m was part ly a source o f amusement, part ly a temptat ion to be 
squarely faced and w i t h s t o o d (Nigrinus, 18-20). I n answer to 
this , Erasmus ' s F o l l y condemns the ph i losopher ' s rejection o f the 
play as a denia l o f the o n l y reality we have. U n m a s k i n g the 
actors i n the name o f t r u t h destroys the i l lus ions bv w h i c h we l ive . 
W i s e r , she argues, to accept the l imitat ions o f h u m a n w i s d o m , 
' to w i n k at the c r o w d or stray a l o n g w i t h i t soc iably ' (comiter 
errare, a br i l l i ant a m b i g u i t y : Opera, i v , 429). T h e debate is 
po l i t i ca l ly appl ied i n Utopia. T o Raphael 's c o n t e n t i o n that the 
ph i los op h e r is h a m s t r u n g i n the context o f realpolitik, M o r e 
retorts by d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between the academic k i n d o f p h i l o -
sophy (scholastica) and a p h i l o s o p h y m o r e suited to p u b l i c life 
(civilior) w h i c h 'adapts itself to the play i n h a n d ' . D o n ' t desert 
the c o m m o n w e a l t h because pol i t ics is a d i r ty game. ' W h a t y o u 
cannot t u r n to g o o d y o u must make as l i tt le bad as y o u can ' — 
a c o m p r o m i s e denounced by Raphae l as v i o l a t i n g Chr i s t ' s 
i n j u n c t i o n to preach t r u t h f r o m the housetops . 1 
Erasmus ' s ded icat ion o f The Praise of Folly to M o r e signif icantly 
compl iments h i m o n his ab i l i ty to accommodate his behav iour to 
the c r o w d w h i l e o p p o s i n g it i n judgement. I n the t w o passages 
discussed, and others l ike t h e m , the authors ' p r i m a r y a i m was to 
be a m b i g u o u s , and c o n t i n u i n g cr i t ica l debate about their ' t rue ' 
pos i t ions shows h o w successful they w e r e . 2 J o n s o n , I suspect, 
saw a stricter i n t e n t i o n b e h i n d the game o f i r o n y than d o those 
m o d e r n interpreters w h o stress the comprehens ive tolerance o f 
E r a s m u s and M o r e i n their early w r i t i n g s . H e remembered the 
former 's resentment at h a v i n g his v iews identi f ied w i t h F o l l y ' s 
and his c l a i m to have used her to preach ' o b l i q u e l y ' the stern 
ideals o f his Prince.2 A n d he w o u l d probab ly not dissociate M o r e ' s 
1 The Complete Works of St. Thomas More, ed. E . Surtz and J . H . Hexter, New 
Haven, 1965, i v , 98-9. 
- E.g. C. S. Lewis on the More passage, 'I am all at sea', in English Literature in 
the Sixteenth Century, Oxford, 1954, p. 169. 
3 Epistola Apologetica ad Martinum Dorp/um, Opera, ix , 2-3. 
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' r ea l ' v i e w o n a c c o m m o d a t i o n f r o m the stand o n p r i n c i p l e w h i c h 
l e d to his death. B u t that he u nders tood their use o f i r o n i c a m b i -
gu i ty , and attempted to apply s o m e t h i n g l ike i t to the c o m i c 
stage, may reasonably be inferred. 
It remains, then , to indicate the aspects o f Jonson ' s w o r k w h i c h 
the L u c i a n i c t r a d i t i o n can help us to understand. T h i s w i l l 
i n v o l v e s u m m a r y judgements o n part icular plays a n d also the 
danger o f m a k i n g exaggerated or over-exclus ive c la ims. D i d 
J o n s o n need L u c i a n or E r a s m u s or M o r e to teach h i m the i r o n i c 
h a n d l i n g o f theme and character ? A n d w h a t o f other influences, 
ancient or c o n t e m p o r a r y ? T o the tracker o f influence this type 
o f quest ion is B o o j u m to the Baker o r the Snake o n the N i n e t y -
N i n t h Square. O n e can o n l y retort that J o n s o n habi tual ly l o o k e d 
for guides , i f n o t commanders , and that the L u c i a n i c t r a d i t i o n 
offers the best paral lel for the part icular k inds o f i r o n y he 
practised. 
These inc lude an except ional ly detached attitude t o w a r d his 
w o r k s as artifacts a n d t o w a r d his audience as their rhetor ica l 
object, together w i t h a calculated strategy to tempt the latter 
i n t o false o r over-s imple interpretat ions. These features are 
traceable as early as the Q u a r t o Every Man in his Humor (1598) i n 
the a m b i g u o u s presentat ion o f the rogue and the justice, but are 
consp icuous ly absent f r o m the C o m i c a l l Satyres, where Jonson ' s 
eagerness to grapple w i t h his audience and make h imse l f clear h a d 
bred resentment and misunders tand ing , the messy degradat ion o f 
art and the artist k n o w n as the Poetomachia . H i s response i n the 
f o l l o w i n g years was p r o u d w i t h d r a w a l : to ' scorne the w o r l d ' and 
lodge w i t h L o r d D ' A u b i g n y , to R o m a n tragedy ' h i g h , and 
aloofe ' , to c o u r t l y Enter ta inments and a c o m e d y w o r t h y o f the 
universit ies . T h e w o r l d s o f Sejanus a n d Volpone are the creations o f 
an i ronis t , self-contained w o r l d s o f p r e y i n g M a c h i a v e l s whose 
d o w n f a l l , h o w e v e r the u n t h i n k i n g may applaud i t , is due to n o 
t r i u m p h o f active v i r tue a n d promises no last ing betterment o f 
society. T h e savagery o f satiric tone i n b o t h plays has under-
standably been labelled Juvena l ian , but J o n s o n w o u l d p r o b a b l y 
have disputed the term, especially as appl ied to the comedy . 
Volpone is also, after a l l , very funny i n a way that J uvena l is not . 
I n his dedicatory E p i s t l e J o n s o n confesses to 'sharpnesse' i n his 
satire but denounces 'petulancie ' , the d i s t i n c t i o n E r a s m u s h a d 
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made i n m a r k i n g oft L u c i a n f r o m O l d C o m e d y a n d i n defending 
The Praise of Folly.1 J onson ' s d i s a v o w a l o f 'par t icu lar ' satire 
translates E r a s m u s verbatim, a n d his attack o n the 'garbage' , 
' b ro the l ry ' and 'b lasphemy ' o f the contemporary stage f o l l o w s 
the humanist ' s o n those w h o have ' s t i rred u p the h i d d e n bilges o f 
v ice ad fuvenalis exemplum'.2 T h o u g h the E p i s t l e is a post facto 
document , i t al igns Volpone w i t h the humanis t concept o f 
L u c i a n i c Joco-serium and opposes i t to neo- Juvena l ian m u c k -
r a k i n g . T h u s the central ity o f the play 's b o r r o w i n g s f r o m L u c i a n 
a n d E r a s m u s is n o accident. Cr i t ics have traced the themes o f 
degenerat ion f r o m L u c i a n ' s The Cock and o f universa l fo l ly f r o m 
Erasmus ' s satire, and we may a d d that the i r o n y o f L u c i a n ' s 
n i n t h Dialogue of the Dead, a m a i n g e r m o f the p lo t , is bleak e n o u g h 
i n i tse l f to have insp i red Jonson ' s . T h e cyn ica l pleasure o f o l d 
Polystratus at h a v i n g cheated his suitors and enr iched his parasite 
is presented w i t h o u t c o m m e n t by the a u t h o r : an object i f icat ion 
o f satiric v i s i o n w h i c h J o n s o n f o l l o w e d and furthered by his use 
o f beast-fable. 
T h e temptat ion o f the audience i n Volpone occurs i n three 
stages : first, t h r o u g h o u t most o f the p lay , to applaud the figures 
o f e v i l , w h i l e they are attractive a n d successful ; second, w h e n 
their r u i n is i m m i n e n t , to app laud the figures o f goodness and 
justice and suppose that they have b r o u g h t i t a b o u t ; lastly, to 
applaud V o l p o n e for the reason he suggests, that his crimes have 
no m o r a l bear ing b e y o n d the ac t ion , that the play is o n l y a play. 
T h e first temptat ion , s i m p l y to inver t r ight and w r o n g , is broader 
and m o r e o b v i o u s i r o n y than J o n s o n was ever to attempt again, 
t h o u g h it recurs i n a less sinister f o r m whenever we are i n v i t e d 
to admire the inventiveness o f his rogues. Its E r a s m i a n equivalent 
w o u l d be to accept F o l l y at her o w n v a l u a t i o n . T h e second and 
t h i r d temptat ions , w h i c h tease the u n w a r y spectator i n t o a state 
o f hopeless m o r a l confus ion about w h a t he has seen, recal l 
Erasmus ' s subtler gambits and l o o k f o r w a r d to Jonson ' s m e t h o d 
i n the subsequent comedies. 
I n a passage paraphrased i n Discoveries, V i v e s expresses the 
rhetor ica l c o m m o n p l a c e that the greatest care i n c o m p o s i n g a 
1 Opera, i , 245 ; iv , 403 ('ne licentia exiret in rabieni'). 
2 Ibid. 
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speech s h o u l d be p a i d to the e n d , where the listener's a t tent ion 
is halted and focussed (in fine subsistit intentio, <& sese colligit).1 H e 
adds a few lines later that, i f misunders tanding occurs , it need not 
be the speaker's fault. A s J o n s o n expands h i m , 
i f the obscurity happen through the Hearers, or Readers want o f 
understanding, I am not to answer for them; no more then for their 
not listning or mark ing ; I must neither find them eares, nor mind. 
(Discoveries, 1984-7) 
T h e endings o f Jonson ' s four great comedies leave us w i t h the 
impress ion that they d o not mean quite what they have said, 
and that the i n v i s i b l e artist, so far f r o m p a r i n g his fingernails, is 
w a t c h i n g us keenly to see i f we have taken his finer p o i n t . T h e 
t r i c k - e n d i n g o f Epicoene is a reminder that Jonson ' s audiences 
are the objects, not to say v i c t i m s , o f a rhetor ica l process : it 
subtly dislocates o u r attitude to what has gone before, par t i -
cular lv o u r allegiance to T r u e - w i t , i n c l u d i n g us a l o n g w i t h h i m 
i n the i r o n y o f w h i c h he has seemed to be spokesman. I f we have 
difficulty in p l a c i n g Jonson ' s 'wit ' -characters i n the m o r a l 
structure o f his comedies , it is because their funct ion is to p r o m o t e 
a m b i g u i t y , to lure us inte l l igent ly i n t o attractive, p lausible , but 
mora l l y c o m p r o m i s i n g pos i t ions . I n The Alchemist, L o v e - w i t and 
Face are ' a c c o m m o d a t o r s ' w h o , by a sk ing for o u r applause, seek 
to impl icate us i n their conspiracy to rate w i t above morals , 
o p p o r t u n i s m above fixed identi ty . A n d the most dev ious o f the 
tribe is Q u a r l o u s , the cynical gamester o f liartholmew Fayre. 
M o c k i n g the urge o f the r id i cu lous censors to un mask the 
actors a n d s p o i l the play, he proposes an A l l F o o l s ' Banquet i n 
h o n o u r o f h u m a n frai lty, a wholesale rejection o f the cr i t ica l 
faculty i n favour o f ' F lesh , and b l o o d ' at w h i c h an embarrass ing 
n u m b e r o f Jonson ' s crit ics have c o n n i v e d . T h e p a r t i n g embrace 
proffered by these characters is genial indeed, but hides, i n m o r e 
or less threatening forms , the rhetor ica l intent o f Erasmus ' s 
F o l l y , s o o n to be vo iced openly by M i l t o n ' s C o m u s , to ' w i n d me 
i n t o the easie-hearted m a n , / A n d h u g g h i m i n t o snares'. A l l 
jonson's accommodat ions conceal a conscious i r o n y w h i c h , l ike 
E r a s m u s , he expects the judic ious to perceive. 
Fie was by n o means a natural i ronis t . H i s beliefs were s imple 
and d o w n r i g h t , the opposite o f L u c i a n ' s sceptic ism. H e d i d not 
1 De Ra/ione Dicendi, quoted Herford and Simpson, note to Discoveries, 1957-2030. 
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share Erasmus ' s c o m p u l s i o n to see t w o sides o f every quest ion , 
o r the subtle a n d compassionate w i s d o m o f M o r e . T w o k inds o f 
i r o n y he d i d possess: one was inherent i n his satiric i m a g i n a t i o n , 
the i r o n y w h i c h transforms life in to exaggerative and s i m p l i f y i n g 
metaphors , the v i s i o n o f the y.<x.-íayono¡; ; the other was a 
p r o d u c t o f rhetor ica l t r a i n i n g , the i r o n y o f c o o l m a n i p u l a t i o n o f 
response. B o t h these, as i t seems to me, were cruc ia l ly re inforced 
b y the example o f the L u c i a n i c t r a d i t i o n at a t ime w h e n didact ic 
o v e r - c o m m i t m e n t h a d reduced his art to alternate r a i l i n g and 
preach ing , and his sense o f the poet's d i g n i t y had been upset by 
i n v o l v e m e n t i n a p u b l i c altercation. B u t d idact i c i sm never 
ceased to threaten his artistic detachment. T h e i r o n i c ambiguit ies 
we have noted i n his comedies are directed less t o w a r d the wis-
d o m o f paradox and suspended judgement than t o w a r d an i n q u i s i -
t i o n o n the audience's cr i t ica l faculty, a separation o f Spectators 
f r o m Understanders . C o m m i t t e d to the theatre, he c o u l d not 
afford, l ike Swift , to ' l a u g h and shake i n Rabela is ' easy chair ' , but 
instead fretted at m i s c o n s t r u c t i o n and repeatedly u r g e d that his 
plays s h o u l d be read. T h e L u c i a n i c J o n s o n o f this essay is a less 
attractive p r o p o s i t i o n than the genial giant o f some recent 
c r i t i c i sm. B u t we s h o u l d recognize that the channe l l ing o f the 
didact ic urge i n t o i r o n y was v i t a l to the success o f his greatest 
w o r k s . I r o n y was the c o n t r o l l i n g key o f the creative tensions o n 
w h i c h they were b u i l t , between appetite for life and m o r a l 
d i sc ip l ine , between jocus and serium, antimasque and masque. A n d 
it is impatience w i t h i r o n y w h i c h marks the ult imate decl ine. 
W h e n W i t t i p o l i n the f o u r t h act o f The Divell is an Asse is c o n -
verted f r o m a dangerously a m b i g u o u s figure i n t o a s imple cham-
p i o n o f v i r tue , a p lay whose dev i l -p lo t has p r o m i s e d to be a 
br i l l i ant app l i ca t ion o f L u c i a n i c i r o n y descends i n t o expl ic i t 
m o r a l i z i n g and the secjuence o f Jonson ' s c o m i c masterpieces 
comes to an end . 
